Eating genes and raising people: Kinship thinking and genetically modified food in the north of England by Degnen C
 Newcastle University ePrints 
 
Degnen, C. (2009) Eating genes and raising people: Kinship thinking and genetically modified food in 
the north of England. In: Edwards, J, and Salazar, C. (eds.) European Kinship in the Age of 
Biotechnology. Oxford: Berghahn Books, pp.45-63. ISBN: 9781845455736 
 
Copyright: 
This is the author’s manuscript of a chapter published in its final form by Berghahn Books, 2009.  
The definitive version is available from: 
http://www.berghahnbooks.com/title.php?rowtag=EdwardsEuropean 
Always use the definitive version when citing.   
Further information on publisher website: http://www.berghahnbooks.com 
Date deposited: 20th December 2013 
Version of chapter:  Author final 
 
 
This work is licensed under a Creative Commons Attribution-NonCommercial 3.0 Unported License 
 ePrints – Newcastle University ePrints 
http://eprint.ncl.ac.uk 
 
  1 
Please note that this is the author’s copy of a copyright article. If you wish to cite it, the 
reference is:   Degnen, Cathrine 2009 “Eating Genes and Raising People: Kinship Thinking 
and Genetically Modified Food in the north of England” In European Kinship in the Age of 
Biotechnology,  Jeanette Edwards and Carles Salazar, eds. New York, Oxford: Berghahn, 
Pp.45-63. 
 
Eating Genes and Raising People: Kinship Thinking and Genetically Modified Food in the 
north of England 
 
Dr Cathrine Degnen, Newcastle University, UK 
 
Introduction  
With the advent of biotechnology in application to foodstuffs the implications of genetic 
technologies apply no longer just to human or animal bodies, but also to the food people 
eat. Likewise, the realm of biotechnology and new genetics with which social scientists have 
to date been concerned (largely reproductive genetic technologies) must now accommodate 
a new level of intersection: that of genes, body and food. Food is embedded in a complex 
constellation of social meaning. It has bodily connotations for health and nutrition; it plays a 
prominent role in identity and belonging; and it has a significant place within macro-level 
processes of economics, politics and science and technology. What then do questions about 
genetically modified food permit us to ask and comprehend about public understandings of 
genetics which research into genetic technologies relating to human reproduction or to 
therapeutic applications have not yet addressed? What are the implications of public 
understandings of genetically modified food for notions of relatedness and of kinship?  
 
Kinship Thinking 
This chapter is premised on an understanding of kinship as a cultural mode of connectedness 
that cannot simply be reduced to a form of social organisation, and one in which kinship 
cannot be ‘hived off as a discrete sphere of social life’ (Edwards 2000: 27). In particular, I 
borrow the concept of ‘kinship thinking’ from Jeanette Edwards (2000) to explore kinship in 
relationship to food. Kinship thinking is the ways in which connections and relatedness are 
perceived, selected and employed in everyday life.  It includes the culturally and historically 
variable ways in which people identify connections between them via shared substance 
(such as blood, gene, flesh or bone); and also includes the making and remaking of ‘social 
relationships through intimacies of care and effort’ (Edwards 2000: 27). Edwards further 
elaborates that kinship thinking is not a static, fixed recipe for forging relations but rather 
that certain aspects of it are emphasised at certain moments and in certain contexts.  
  2 
Fruitful questions emerge from pairing kinship thinking with the genetic 
modification of food: what are the different levels at which genetic modification leads 
people to think in terms of relatedness and then in terms of dissimilarity? People are always 
‘eating genes’, but when and in which circumstances does this become problematic? What 
links might kinship thinking reveal between food choices and the intimacies of parental care 
and effort? My reflections on these questions and the intersecting realms of food, genetic 
technology and kinship are based on a year of ethnographic fieldwork that I conducted 
between 2003 and 2004 in the north of England. During this time, I worked with groups of 
people who, although they did not have expert knowledge on genetic modification, had a 
great deal of expertise in growing plants and in the production and consumption of food. 
This research has sought to understand how people in make sense of genetically modified 
food in light of their own situated knowledge and frames of reference. 
There are three points of articulation between food, genetic modification and the 
making of persons and relationships that I will explore here, the first two of which are 
ethnographic. Firstly, feeding and eating are involved in the reproduction of social 
relationships, particularly family relationships. Secondly, cultural understandings of the role 
of food in the making of persons intersects with parental responsibilities in making one’s 
own kind of person. As food and people are points of social intersection and of kinship 
thinking, genetically modified food may in turn raise relevant and interesting questions 
about kinship thinking itself. 
The third connection to be made between kinship thinking and genetically modified 
food is an analytical one. This is premised on the argument that with the ascendancy of 
genetic engineering and genetic technologies, more seems now to be at stake and in 
question at the boundaries between the biological and the social. Consider for example what 
Paul Rabinow calls ‘biosociality’. In coining this term, Rabinow seeks to draw attention to the 
implications of the new genetics, operating as it does within a paradigm of modernist 
rationality, that permits a knowing of genetic information in such as way that genes can also 
be altered and manipulated via biotechnology (Rabinow 1992). While sociobiology used 
biological metaphors for forging an ‘improved’ society and thus understood the construction 
of culture in terms of a metaphor with nature, Rabinow perceives a ground shift within the 
emergence of biosociality whereby ‘nature will be modeled on culture understood as 
practice. Nature will be known and remade through technique and will finally become 
artificial, just as culture becomes natural. Were such a project to be brought to fruition, it 
would stand as the basis for overcoming the nature/culture split’ (1992:241-2). Through 
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techniques that permit the alteration of genes, nature is thus arguably de-naturalised. 
Rabinow posits in turn an emergence of new social identities around things like ‘a shared 
gene’, and his oft-cited quote on biosociality above was written with reference to the 
Human Genome Project, mandated to map and sequence the human genome. My 
ethnographic work on genetically modified food has prompted me to wonder what 
biosociality might look like if considered from the perspective of biotechnology when 
applied to food. What are the possibilities of genetically modified food for ‘overcoming the 
nature/culture split’ on the level of everyday practices and understanding? 
New genetic technologies also arguably promote paradigms for understanding the 
world based on ‘metaphors of information for understanding the human condition, rather 
than, as had been the case before, a metaphor of machine. Everything can now be reduced 
to codes rather than to the nuts and bolts, cogs and wheels’ (Green 2002:192). The rub is, as 
Green explains, that unlike mechanical bits and bobs, ‘codes look much the same whether 
they are the genetic code of a human being or the structural code of the videotape 
containing an episode of The Simpsons’ (2002:192). This sort of framing that melts 
modernist boundaries between categories previously assumed to be fixed (such as 
nature/culture, subject/object) has enabled Donna Haraway to argue explicitly that 
technoscience, the hybridisation of technology and science, is ‘a form of life, a practice, a 
culture, a generative matrix’ (1997:50) in which we are all implicated. This is because 
technoscience shifts the epistemological, constitutive ground on which we build our 
understanding of the world. Genetic modification (in all of its various guises) is one 
manifestation of technoscience which collapses categories which were once perceived as 
‘true’.  
Indeed, Haraway posits that transgenic entities, by their very presence, change the 
texture of the world human beings inhabit (1997:86-87). Genetically modified food 
challenges commonly held perceptions of the distinction between nature and culture as 
separate and separateable realms. As an example, Haraway describes an event from May 
1994: the granting of approval by the U.S. Food and Drug Administration for Calgene to 
market its transgenic Flavr Savr tomato.1 She writes that transgenic entities like the Flavr 
Savr ‘simultaneously fit into well-established taxonomic and evolutionary discourses and 
also blast widely understood senses of natural limit’ (1997:56). The collapse of these 
categories means that the distinction between subject (such as a human being) and object 
(such as a genetically modified tomato) is no longer sustainable. Although these categories 
may never have been as clear-cut and fixed as EuroWestern thinking agreed to pretend they 
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were, Haraway argues that divisions and categories will never again even appear to be static 
(Myerson 2000:64). 
But Haraway has another point to make. This is that while we are all implicated and 
knitted into the hybridisation of technology and science because of how it transforms our 
ways of knowing the world, we are also implicated via kinship. Haraway argues that ‘cyborg 
figures – such as the end-of-the-millennium seed, chip, gene, database, bomb, fetus, race, 
brain, and ecosystem – are the offspring of implosions of subjects and objects and of the 
natural and artificial’ (1997:12). These cyborg figures forge a kinship of entities that include 
both genetically modified food and human beings, a ‘kinship [which] is a technology for 
producing the material and semiotic effect of natural relationship, of shared kind’ (1997:53). 
Haraway argues that transgenic entities are new family members: ‘By the 1990s, genes are 
us; and we seem to include some curious new family members at ever (sic) level of the onion 
of biological, personal, national, and transnational life’ (1997:56). With genes passing from 
flounders to tomatoes and silk moths to potatoes (1997:88), genes are now mobile. Such 
‘couplings across taxonomic kingdoms’ (1997:60) are redefining ‘the whole system of 
“kinship relations” within which we live’ (Myerson 2000:17, quoting Haraway 1997:89). 
Haraway goes one step further arguing that anything less than a full embrace of these new 
genetically modified family members would be recoursing to dangerous rhetorics of purity 
and genetic contamination: terrain that Myerson calls ‘haunted ground’ (2000:36) given the 
despicable histories and contemporary practices of racism, xenophobia and genocide which 
have been predicated on keeping categories pure (Haraway 1997:61-2). This recognition and 
affirmation of kinship with transgenic entities that Haraway calls for is, on paper, extremely 
compelling. It also opens up another channel, in addition to the suggestions prompted by 
the literature on anthropology and (non-genetically modified) food, for thinking through 
some of the ways in which kinship thinking and genetically modified food may (or may not) 
go together.  
 
Anthropology, Food and Kinship 
Anthropological approaches to food demonstrate how feeding and eating are not neutral 
practices but laden instead with cultural and symbolic significance.2 Food carries symbolic 
meaning about class, nationality, gender, identity and ethnicity. As with the broader 
reflexive turn in anthropology to historicise and problematise its object of inquiry, similar 
theoretical models have been applied to the study of food. Pat Caplan comments how: 
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foods have histories and…practices [that] can only be understood in their historical 
context. Changes in the wider society – such as new ideas [like]…the relationship 
between humans and nature…may be powerfully symbolised by changes in food and 
eating (1997:8). 
 
Sidney Mintz and Christine Du Bois (2002) provide a comprehensive and valuable review of 
the sub-field of food and eating. After a brief discussion of the history of the study of food in 
anthropology which highlights key texts such as Boas’ work on Kwakiutl salmon preparation 
and Levi-Strauss’s structuralist writing on food, Mintz and Du Bois break the literature down 
into several thematic strands. This includes classic ethnographies on food systems; accounts 
of single food substances; the impact of social change such as industrialisation and 
globalisation on food; food insecurity; the connections between food, rituals and belief 
systems; and the place of food and eating in the construction of identity. Mintz and Du Bois 
rightly point out that the anthropology of food and eating has been a valuable site for 
refining theoretical arguments ranging in scope from political economy, cultural materialism, 
symbolism, to the social construction of memory (2002:100). They attribute the usefulness 
of food for promoting theoretical advances to the fundamental place that food occupies in 
human existence and social life (2002:102).  
One topic that is not addressed in their review is the link between kinship and food. 
Carole Counihan however has written about the ways in which ‘food is a prism that absorbs 
and reflects a host of cultural phenomenon’ (1999:6) and that studying the meaning people 
attribute to food, eating and feeding ‘enables a holistic and coherent look at how human 
beings mediate their relationship with nature and each other across cultures and through 
history’ (Counihan 1999:7). Counihan elaborates on how ‘eating with people is an 
affirmation of kinship’ (Siskind, cited in Counihan 1999:17), with a connection between food 
and fostering still held within the etymology of the English language: ‘old English “foster” 
means “food”’ (Young, cited in Counihan 1999:17). Counihan further explains that: 
 
As humans construct their relationship to nature through their foodways, they 
simultaneously define themselves and their social world. Through producing, 
distributing, and consuming food, they act out some of their most important 
relationships to family, friends, the dead, and the gods. Food provides order to the 
world and expresses multiple meanings about the nature of reality (1999:24; 
emphasis added). 
  6 
 
Counihan’s evocation of the natural and the social and how cultural constructions of them 
play out through the production, distribution and consumption of food takes on a new level 
of significance with the emergence of genetically modified food. While food and eating have 
always been a portal linking the natural and the social, genetically modified food reveals 
categories that once seemed rigid to be much more unstable as Haraway cited above also 
demonstrates.  
Food and body are intimately linked within EuroWestern thought: when food is 
ingested into body, for example, it is perceived as constituting the body. Both ‘food’ and 
‘body’ already hold, carry and reproduce meaning about society and culture as well as 
playing significant roles in the symbolic world that humans use to demarcate social 
difference and similarity in everyday social life. In Britain, food has also emerged as a 
political hot potato.3 Commentators trying to explain the differences between US and UK 
public responses to genetically modified food have noted that since the 1980s, Britons have 
experienced a series of public health scares that have led to a wide spread distrust in 
government agencies’ ability and willingness to protect the public.4 The salmonella scares of 
the late 1980s, the Bovine Spongiform Encephalopathy (BSE) and variant Creutzfeldt-Jakob 
Disease (CJD) crises of the 1990s and Foot and Mouth in 2001 are some of the most obvious 
examples. 
Simultaneously, anthropologists working in Europe have begun noting a recent 
marked growth of public interest in food politics (Leitch 2003). Leitch, writing about the Slow 
Food movement in Italy argues that this depth of European concern over food issues and 
food policy are part and parcel of contested visions of European identity and worries over 
the changing nature of national boundaries:  
 
Issues such as the introduction of genetically modified foods and crops…are now 
central topics of conversation in most European nations. I would suggest that public 
anxiety over these risks, both real and imagined, is symptomatic of other widespread 
fears concerning the rapidity of social and economic change since the Maastricht 
Treaty of 1992. In sum, food and identity are becoming like the ‘Euro’, a single 
common discursive currency through which to debate Europeaness and the 
implications of economic globalization at the beginning of the twenty-first century 
(2003:441-442). 
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Like Mary Douglas’ work on food and eating (1966; 1975) which demonstrates how ‘food 
and eating are symbolic of a particular social order…[and so] the patterns …stand for much 
more than themselves’ (Caplan 1997:2), the issues raised by genetically modified food and 
the worries over food risks that Leitch identifies above are also connected with turmoil in 
the social order. Contemporary arguments over genetically modified food are occurring in 
the midst of other dynamics such as widespread public mistrust of science and government; 
willingness of the US government to forcibly promote biotechnology interests in a reluctant 
Europe via the World Trade Organisation; and communal experiences in the UK of food and 
health scares. All of these elements are critical contextualising factors to take into 
consideration when examining public understandings of genetically modified food. 
 
Feeding, Mothering and Responsibility 
Returning to the links between food and kinship thinking, ethnographic research offers more 
clues of the links to be made between parents, children and food cross-culturally. Anne 
Allison writes about Japanese nursery school children and the boxed lunches, called obentō, 
that their mothers elaborately prepare for them. She traces the ways in which ‘mother and 
child are being watched, judged, and constructed’ via both the mother’s skill and care in 
preparing the obentō as well as the child learning to conform to institutional norms of 
collectivity at the nursery school (1991:195). Deviation on the part of either the mother (in 
preparing the obentō) or the child (in eating the obentō according to school rules) results in 
isolating social sanctions and disapproval.  
Furthermore, as Allison explains, this is an ideologically loaded practice directed by 
the state in the nursery schools. Beginning school in Japan is characterised as distressing for 
children. The obentō is perceived as helping to ease this experience for the child and 
‘allow(s) a child’s mother to manufacture something of herself and the home to accompany 
the child and s/he moves into the potentially threatening outside world’ (1991:199). 
Through the assiduous labour of the mother in fashioning her child’s lunchbox meal, the 
obentō holds symbolic meaning of both mother and home. Maternal responsibility emerges 
thematically in Allison’s account: ‘The onus for [the mother] is getting the child to consume 
what she has made, and the general attitude is that this is far more the mother’s 
responsibility…than the child’s’ (1991:202). If the obentō is not prepared properly, the child 
may fail to eat it (which is a serious offence), or the teacher monitoring the quality of both 
child and obentō will comment upon it, with a quality obentō reflecting a quality mother and 
vice versa. Allison explains how ‘it is precisely through this work that the woman expresses, 
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identifies, and constitutes herself’ (1991:203) and also, arguably, helps constitutes her child 
as a fully-fledged member of Japanese society. 
In another ethnographic site Janet Carsten, writing about Malays on the island of 
Langkawi, examines notions of feeding, kinship and personhood (1995). She explains how 
Malays become both complete persons and also become kin through everyday practices of 
consuming food together in the residences they share. Carsten argues for an understanding 
of kinship and personhood which is processual. Focusing on a theme of substance and how it 
is acquired through feeding, Carsten traces how ‘bodily substance is not something with 
which Malays are simply born and that remains forever unchanged…[but] it gradually 
accrues and changes throughout life as persons participate in relationships’ (1995:225). The 
substances Carsten has in mind include blood, breast-milk and rice. The sharing of these 
substances between people also signals the presence of a relation. 
What is of particular significance for my purposes here is the way in which food and 
responsibility again emerge as a theme circulating between mothers and children. Carsten 
explains that incest prohibitions apply to children who have drunk breast-milk from the 
same woman as to share breast-milk from the same woman equates a sibling relationship 
upon the children (1995:227). Local women elaborated on this point in discussions with 
Carsten: 
 
the frequency of formal and informal fostering arrangements… substantially increases 
the possibility that a child may drink the milk of a woman who is not its birth 
mother…It is quite easy to imagine that a child who has been casually put on the 
breast of a neighbour or distant kinswoman might later marry her child. This ever-
present threat looms large in the minds of the villagers…If two of the children a 
woman had breast-fed later married each other, she would bear responsibility for the 
incest (1995:227-8). 
 
Mothers’ work and actions of feeding are also central to the ‘long process of becoming – [of] 
acquiring substance’ (1995:234), as mothers’ blood nourish children in the womb; breast-
milk is a component of kinship; and the food that women cook in the hearth of the house 
forges emotional connections which are critically important in order to create relatedness 
(1995:234). Carsten concludes that notions of relatedness and kinship amongst Malay in 
Langkawi are ‘not predicated on any clear distinction between “facts of biology” (like birth) 
and “facts of sociality” (like commensality)’ unlike a Schneiderian understanding of kinship 
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which retains an analytical separation between the two categories (1995:235). Interestingly, 
notions of responsibility, food and mothering in the north of England also throw into 
contention such borders and blur the boundaries between ‘facts of biology’ and ‘facts of 
sociality’. I turn now to my own ethnographic data to further explore these ideas. 
 
Bodies, Babies and Working Against Contamination 
Josie5 and I were talking about her changing relationship with food over her lifetime. She 
lives in Wilmslow, Cheshire, to the south of Manchester, and works in the tourism and 
heritage industry. In her early forties, Josie is also married with children, and over the course 
of her life has lived in several parts of Britain as well as abroad. Josie tells me that when she 
went away to university, she did not know anything about cooking and how it was a bit of a 
shock to realise that preparing meals involved work and skill that were taken-for-granted 
aspects of living in the parental home and not easily replicated outside of it: 
 
I do remember the feeling of ‘oh gosh, I have been used to having really, really, nice, 
good food’ and this idea of when you are young, you take it for granted, and it doesn’t 
hit you until you’ve had another miserable day with, you know, Bean Feast6, and sort 
of appreciating going back for weekends and holidays and having really nice food on 
tap, as it was! 
 
She then makes an immediate and striking transition in her narrative account from thinking 
about her own perception of food as a first year university student (compared to when she 
still lived at home) to another significant shift in her thinking about food upon the birth of 
her first child: 
 
And certainly when Anna was born, I [had been vegetarian at that point for eight 
years] so when she was born and when she started wanting to eat solids, I really did 
think ‘what do I want to give her?’ because I sort of felt that, well, it’s a dilemma. Do 
you choose what you [have been eating to give to them] or do you make the decision 
for them about whether they eat meat or not? But I certainly did think, you know, 
you’ve got this tiny little baby with perfect skin and bright eyes and you think, you 
know, do you want to give it crap? And you really don’t. It’s like sort of defouling 
something, you know, you feel really, it’s really evident that what you put into her – I 
think it used to strike me as a bit revolting when you’d see another young baby eating 
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or chewing something that you thought was, [shudders]…you know, it was absolutely 
typical, you’d go around in town or something and you’d see little kids being 
given…really sort of greasy bakery sausage roll things and they’d be chewing on that 
and I’d think ‘you don’t know what is in that!’…It always used to look, it used to have 
something, ugh, well, something repulsive about it. So it did, it really did make me 
think [about] what we gave to Anna. 
 
Josie makes several overlapping and highly relevant points here. The first reaffirms common-
sense EuroWestern ideas of ‘you are what you eat’, with bodies being constituted by what is 
put into them. A second theme that emerges however is the less often articulated but 
equally critical point of who is doing the feeding and how particular kinds of relationships 
are forged between parents and children through food. For example, in the case of Josie’s 
university years, she came to recognise a symbolic and emotional difference between 
‘miserable days’ and ‘Bean Feast’ while alone at university compared to ‘really, really, nice, 
good food’, ‘on tap’, prepared and eaten in the familial home. Thirdly, a clear theme arises 
of parental responsibility for protecting the purity of children’s bodies through monitoring 
food choices: in Josie’s language, of ‘perfect skin’ and ‘bright eyes’ versus ‘defouling’ with 
‘repulsive’ ‘greasy bakery sausage roll things’. Food is a conduit of transmission as Josie 
explains. When between parent and child, food is in particular a conduit for building the kind 
of baby one wants with responsibility on the shoulder of the parents for making the ‘right’ 
kinds of food choices. 
Indeed, in general terms, parents (and particularly mothers) spoke about their 
children and food choices in very elaborated ways. A second example comes from a woman I 
have named Julia. She lives in Barnsley, South Yorkshire and is a single mother in her late 
thirties who after many years of part-time jobs and full-time mothering is now studying for a 
university degree. We started by talking about how food has changed since she was growing 
up and the extremely tight budget she remembers her mother having to try and feed the 
family on. Talk then turned to Julia’s own experiences as a mother and her concerns when 
her son, at the age of two, began to refuse food. After two years of trying to persuade a very 
finicky eater to eat more she brought him, in desperation, to the doctors: 
 
Julia – When he were four, because it went on for years, this, I took him to the 
doctors, I said ‘Look, he’s so thin and all he’ll eat is custard creams!’7  
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Cathrine – He wouldn’t eat like, bananas or, I don’t know, toast? 
 
Julia – He’d eat, if I had something on my plate, he’d eat something off my plate, 
tentatively. He used to like finny haddock. 
 
Cathrine – What’s that? 
 
Julia – It’s smoked haddock; I used to fold it in a piece of bread and put it in his mouth 
and he loved that but he wouldn’t have any for himself. Just very strange eating 
habits, really decisive about what he didn’t like. And the doctor said ‘when he’s 
hungry, he’ll eat, don’t worry about it. He’s obviously developing properly, getting 
nourishment from somewhere’. I persisted trying to introduce other kinds of food…if 
you made a meal and put it on the table he just wouldn’t eat any of it…but it were 
such a worry for me because I wanted him to eat. I wanted him to grow and develop 
and feed his brain and things and I were like ‘he’s not eating, he’s only eating custard 
creams!’ He used to revert back to these custard creams, it went on for years and 
years. It was just like a meal time anxiety thing for me, but I tried not to transfer it 
over to him, I used to say ‘just taste this’…but the lips would go [pursing her own lips 
as an example] and that would be it! There would be nothing going in there. 
 
Julia, faced with a finicky eater, felt she had far less autonomy with her child’s food choices 
than did Josie. Despite this, the sense of responsibility and urgency over her son’s eating 
weighed heavily and more than ten years later still animated her greatly.  
This will at first glance seem a banal point to raise as of course a parent is both 
responsible and, ideally, interested in, what her or his child is consuming. ‘We are what we 
eat’ and the threat of malnutrition or poor health in one’s child from lack of food and 
nutrition seems to be a fairly straightforward equation. I believe however that while these 
cultural ideals are playing out, there are other notions simultaneously at work.  
I propose that perception of parental responsibility is also informed by ideas of what 
kind of person they are responsible for shaping, and that the sort of food their children are 
ingesting reflects on both the character and respectability of the parent but also the larger 
project of making kin and making children. Josie does not like the ‘greasy sausage rolls’ she 
sees children being fed on the streets during a morning’s shopping in town; Julia wishes her 
son would eat food that would help ‘develop and feed his brain’ rather than his proclivity for 
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highly processed custard cream biscuits, something she does not consider to merge with her 
idea of what is good for growing a healthy, smart son. 
While the narrative examples above from Josie and Julia are excerpts from longer 
interviews about food and understandings of genetically modified food, neither of these two 
interviewees explicitly addressed children, parenting and genetically modified food. This 
next narrative passage from a third mother does however make such links explicit: 
 
Cathrine – Do you think that organic food can be genetically modified? 
 
Pamela – No.  
 
Cathrine – It’s just not possible for the two to be held together? 
 
Pamela – No. Organic food to me means as nature designed it. As our bodies have 
been designed to accept it. You know, it’s not anything that we can mess around with, 
it’s…you know, I believe that the foods that our bodies cope the best with are things 
that have always been here and you’re less likely to have any problems as a result of 
that. So I can’t accept it. 
 
Cathrine – And is organic food, I mean do you remember how your relationship with it 
developed? Is it something that evolved gradually over time?  
 
Pamela – I think having a child makes the difference to people. To us it certainly made 
us think ‘you have something that is not contaminated by anything’ and you don’t 
want to sully that at all. That certainly is an issue. We get a lot of young mothers [in 
the shop] looking for organic food for their children; they don’t necessarily eat it 
themselves, but they want their babies to have it. That’s why, I mean, organic baby 
food is huge. 
 
Pamela is a mother of two in her late thirties and works full-time. She and her husband own 
and run an organic health food store to the south of Manchester. Although this means that 
they are both more actively (and also professionally) engaged with issues surrounding food 
production, genetic modification technology and organic food than most people who 
partook in this research, the points Pamela raises are not unrepresentative of views 
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expressed during my fieldwork. Ever increasing sales of organic food in Britain, but 
particularly of organic baby food, attest to this. Indeed, a national UK newspaper, the 
Guardian (5 November 2003), recently reported that three out of every four British babies 
are now eating organic food (although whether or not this was processed food or fresh is 
not clear) on a regular basis, reflecting Pamela’s experiences at her health food shop. 
Mothers like Josie, Julie and Pamela express concerns over what their children are 
eating. This is perhaps in part due to EuroWestern explanatory models that agree ‘we are 
what we eat’ and consequently that children’s diets must be balanced and nutritious in 
order to promote health and growth. The point I wish to make here is that food choice in 
this context is less about choosing healthy foods or risk analysis calculations8 and more 
about how exercising food choices for one’s child imbricates parents in kinship thinking via 
food. My attention is arrested by the ways in which parents participating in this research 
elaborated on the essence of their offspring in relation to the food choices they had to make 
for them, and what this in turn ‘brings into focus’, to borrow a phrase from Edwards 
(2000:104). The first characteristic brought into focus is how one’s own children are 
perceived as pure, uncontaminated and unexposed to detrimental and polluting agents. 
Maintaining this state of purity in one’s children through careful consideration of what they 
are eating, and sometimes by critical reflection on the implications of genetic technologies 
and food, emerge as priorities for British parents. 
The second characteristic relates to two critical kinship questions Edwards raises in 
the Introduction to this volume: ‘what constitute[s] relatedness between kin’ and what are 
understandings of how people are ‘created and grown’. Authors such as Counihan have 
demonstrated that feeding and eating forges and reproduces social relationships amongst 
family members and wider social connections. The examples I have used from the north of 
England, Japan and Langkawi confirm this, but they also bring into focus another detail: how 
relatedness between parents and children is also partly constituted by feelings of 
responsibility for monitoring what one’s children are eating. I do not wish to go so far as to 
make claims for universality based on this evidence, but the reoccurrence of the theme is a 
striking link between three culturally distinct fieldsites.  
What I will argue is that, at least in the north of England, relatedness between 
parents and children is partly forged through notions of responsibility via making food 
choices on behalf of one’s children. Food is perceived as constitutive of both body and 
person and some food is perceived as defouling/defiling of the inherent ‘purity’ of children’s 
bodies. This is a threat to work against as part of the project of being and becoming a 
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parent. Such material calls to mind Carsten’s argument about the blurred boundaries 
between ‘facts of biology’ and ‘facts of sociality’: feeding and eating makes people belong 
via both realms in the north of England9 as much as it does in Langkawi. Parents like Pamela 
describe themselves as striving not to ‘sully’ bodily purity of their children, and parental 
responsibility for making the right choices for dependent children is a heavy one. Making the 
right food choices figure as one element in a myriad of decisions in how best to ‘grow’ one’s 
children. Making food choices is also to engage in a process of making people, and 
specifically, making of one’s own people, which continues after conception and birth. What 
people eat and who they eat it with has rightly been identified as elements of creating 
family, but this material highlights how relatedness between kin, particularly between 
parent and child, is also constituted via the tropes of responsibility for and monitoring of 
food choices. This is kinship thinking in the shopping trolley, in the kitchen and on the dinner 
plate. 
I have up to now been arguing that kinship and relatedness are built via notions of 
parental responsibility for the quality of children’s food consumption (though of course what 
counts as a valued food varies) as both desirable and undesirable characteristics can be 
transmitted through the conduit of food. Genetically modified food, as Pamela explains, is 
one category that by and large is not seen as conducive to this project.10 This is a thread 
linking food choices, kinship thinking and genetically modified food at an individual level. I 
would like now to take a further step in examining more communal levels of experience and 
how, via food choices, kinship, in a rhetorical sense, is denied to genetically modified food 
while simultaneously forging a relatedness at the level of community and ‘the public’. 
 
Genetic Modification, Connectedness and Communal Experience 
When I began my ethnographic fieldwork on public understandings of genetically modified 
food, I anticipated that the people involved in the project would have a great deal to say 
about the topic of genetically modified food. The issue was receiving heavy media attention 
in 2003 with field test crop trials sponsored by the Government coming to an end (and still 
being ripped up from the fields in which they were growing by protestors). The Government 
was also busily launching a three-stranded review of the technology including a widely 
advertised public consultation exercise in the summer of 2003 called GM Nation?11 The Daily 
Mail, a popular and conservative tabloid newspaper, had launched a campaign against 
genetically modified foods and two broadsheets, the Guardian and the Independent, were 
running regular coverage of stories on genetic modification.12 Britain appeared to be a 
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nation gripped by worries over genetic modification. If the newspapers were any indication 
to go by, it seemed as though food, being something everyone eats and feeds their children, 
and the implications of genetically modifying it, were topics that everyone would have a 
strong opinion on. 
 I discovered instead a much more complicated terrain (Degnen 2006). Many people 
with whom I spoke were often reluctant to engage in discussions on the topic, saying that it 
was something they knew nothing about. This example comes from the beginning of an 
interview I conducted with a woman in her sixties living in the Barnsley area who I had 
known for almost five years at the time of the interview: 
 
But, see, we don’t know! We don’t know anything about it at all, full stop, nothing. I 
couldn’t tell you now what GM foods are. I couldn’t tell you. Haven’t a clue. 
 
Indeed, many of the interviews and informal conversations I conducted with a wide range of 
people (in terms of age, area of residence, socio-economic background and gender) began 
with my interlocutor professing no knowledge of genetic modification, surprise at my wish 
to speak to them about the topic and an urge to clarify that they were not well-informed on 
the topic. Some people who participated in the research were more comfortable discussing 
the topic, and although they were a small minority, many of these people were better 
informed than I was on the ins and outs of information on, figures about and politics over 
genetic modification. Furthermore, although the majority of people involved in this project 
were sceptical about the application of genetic technology to food, it is important to point 
out that this was not universally true and some participants felt highly favourable towards 
genetic modification as both desirable and necessary. 
 Although genetic modification has attracted growing attention in the social sciences 
(ESRC 1999; Grove-White et al 2000; Grove-White et al 1997; Heller 2002; Levidow 2002; 
Murcott 1999; Shaw 2002, 1999), there is a significant lack of work which situates ideas 
about genetically modified food ethnographically within the social nature of food and eating. 
Instead, in the literature, genetically modified food has largely been abstracted from the 
cultural environments within which it is ‘consumed’. Furthermore, most research on 
understandings of genetically modified food has also mainly focused on ‘experts’ of various 
kinds in areas such as food production and retailing, activism, microbiology, biotechnology 
and government regulation (e.g., Heller 2002, Lezaun 2004, Murcott 1999, Shaw 1999). 
While researching understandings of genetically modified food with power brokers is 
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instructive, one of the key objectives of the research upon which this chapter draws was to 
explore the under-investigated everyday sites of discourse and practice. 
Of particular relevance to my purposes here are the conceptual linkages people 
make when discussing genetically modified food. One example out of many is this passage 
from an interview I conducted in the Barnsley area with a family of three. I, Ray and Pat, 
both in their sixties and working for the council, and their daughter, Kay, a school teacher in 
her thirties, were in the midst of a long conversation about genetically modified food and 
food changes more generally throughout their lifetimes. We had been talking about whether 
or not they trusted the government to act in their best interests (the consensus was ‘no’) 
when Pat said: 
 
Pat – I don’t know, really, I don’t really understand why they are wanting to push it. 
Especially when it’s so unpopular. 
 
Cathrine – Tony Blair keeps saying that if we don’t keep at the forefront of this new 
technology then we’re going to fall behind and we’re not going to be experts in it 
and…  
 
Pat – Well, tough! I mean_ 
 
Ray – But we’ll still be living in another two hundred years. These that’s going over to 
GM crops, they might end up dying out! 
 
Kay – Well, it’s like with the Thalidomide, everybody thought it was the wonder drug, 
didn’t they, until the babies started being born and I don’t know, are they going to say 
in sort of fifty years time, oh why on earth did we do that, why did we build those 
schools with asbestos stuffed in them, you know, what a daft idea that was…I think it’s 
a similar thing, isn’t it. Is the government really sure that it is safe? 
 
Kay here compares genetically modified food and crops to prescribing Thalidomide to 
pregnant mothers before the effects of the drug on the growth of new-born children was 
understood. She also compares it to the use of asbestos in public buildings such as schools 
where children were unknowingly exposed to its carcinogen properties. 
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In a different interview, this time with a woman named Lindsay in her twenties living 
in Cheshire and working in a historical museum, other negative experiences of collective 
problems were evoked. I asked her what genetic modification makes her think of and she 
responded that: 
 
Lindsay – It makes me very sceptical. It makes me very sceptical of interfering with 
food in any way, shape, or form. I mean, you only have to look at the program I was 
watching the other night about mother’s milk and the pesticides and the things that 
are coming out now to affect a younger generation and it’s a question of ‘do you know 
what you’re doing with GM food that might occur you know, fifty years down the line, 
have you actually looked into how its going to affect the nation in every way, shape 
and form fifty years down the line?’ I don’t think enough’s been done to sort of check 
that out before they put it on public sale. It’s sort of like ‘oh, we found this marvellous 
thing that means we can improve the amount of food and the quantity of food but we 
haven’t checked about any side effects or occurrences that might happen in twenty-
five, thirty years.’ You know, the next generation, they’re just sort of going to throw it 
at you… 
 
Narratives about genetically modified food often start with self-deprecating statements of a 
lack of knowledge about genetic technology in general and genetic modification of food in 
particular. Despite this, as these narratives unfold, people remember and draw upon shared, 
communal knowledge forged through experiences of science and technology gone awry to 
situate their understandings of genetically modified food and the modified genes that they 
might be ingesting. Thalidomide, asbestos and pesticides in breast-milk are held in common 
by being examples of national and global misadventures with technology or medical science. 
People evoked these and many other examples in order to explain their disquiet and 
suspicion about genetically modified food, including DDT, growing resistance to antibiotics, 
carcinogenic food additives, BSE, myxomatosis, X-rays and cigarettes.  
One of the frames of reference within which many people place genetically modified 
food then is a range of examples from past experience where haste in introducing new 
products and techniques had negative, unforeseen consequences. Additionally, these are 
historical events which were not usually experienced as a personal health crisis or individual 
trajectory. Rather, all had ramifications that were borne communally. Genetically modified 
food then is categorised as another example of scientific endeavour potentially outstripping 
  18 
its ability to handle unforeseeable consequences. I argue that this is a communal body of 
knowledge forged through experience and drawn on in times of uncertainty to evaluate 
products and practices with socially shared implications. Instead of reaching out towards 
genetically modified foods and crops as a kinship of beings with much in common with 
contemporary human experience, people by and large expressed a cautious urge instead to 
pull up the drawbridge, and apply the test of time to genetically modified food and crops.  
Returning to Haraway’s arguments explored earlier in this chapter, her cautions 
against racist thinking strike me as useful in that they keep us on our toes. They keep us 
thinking critically and thinking in webs of meaning rather than in simple binary modes. But 
they are also challenging and difficult. Does she really mean that discrimination is universally 
equal and that human-on-human genocide and holocausts compare equally to a distaste for 
mixing genetic material in the laboratory, soil and air? Does her argument unintentionally 
end up belittling the lived consequences of terror inflicted on one group by another? Or is 
this too simplistic a reaction to the more complicated threads of her argument about 
notions of purity and impurity (see also Campbell this volume) and notions of maintaining 
categories?  
As genetic technologies are not abstract ideas but concrete practices producing 
concrete entities, Haraway’s points are highly relevant. However, reading her account chafes 
slightly because of the disjuncture between her argument and my ethnographic experiences 
in the north of England. The categories of purity that are being ruptured by technoscience 
more generally and by genetic modification in particular are not human versus human but 
human versus non-human; Haraway would argue that such distinctions are now irrelevant 
given that everything is code, but people on the ground in Barnsley and Wilmslow do not 
agree. They perceive ‘scientists’ as choosing to push limits (and all categories have limits or 
boundaries) for the pleasure of it, for the thrill of it and without regards to the 
consequences, which have implications for the general public and for the general public’s 
children. 
Furthermore, contrary to Haraway’s proposition of a new kinship with genetically 
modified beings, the people I consulted seem to want to keep the boundaries sharp 
between nature and culture in terms of food. A re-occurring theme in public understandings 
of genetically modified food is that people insist on the boundaries between what is ‘natural’ 
and what is ‘unnatural’. That is to say, while searching for words to describe the process of 
genetic modification, people often referred to it as ‘messing around with nature’, 
‘interfering with nature’, or as ‘forcing’ plants to do something that they are not ‘supposed 
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to do’. Language like ‘interfering’ and ‘messing’ with nature reveals cultural ideas about how 
some things, such as genes, may belong in a realm that ‘should’ be kept separate from 
human intervention. Mixing genes from different biological kingdoms, such as animals and 
plants, was particularly categorised as unnatural and undesirable. Fears were raised about 
the unpredictability of changes to genetic structures once they were no longer within the 
confines of the laboratory and could instead potentially mix in unintended ways with air, 
soil, other plants and bacteria. Genetic modification was broadly perceived as altering the 
‘natural’ order of things and the technologies being developed on plants are of the same 
order as what could in the future be used on people, which was seen as distasteful and a 
step too far. In regards to biosociality then, these desires of people participating in this 
research to keep things ‘pure’ point not so much to an ‘overcoming’ of the nature/culture 
split that Rabinow evokes but rather to a reaffirmation and entrenchment of maintaining 
these boundaries and categories. 
 
Conclusions 
Sarah Franklin proposes that the new genetics is about ‘assembling parts that belong to 
different orders of phenomena according to a logic of totality that is not to be found in the 
parts, but in the principles, forces and relations that connect the parts’ (2003:82). The 
question of what is brought together and what is held apart in terms of social and biological 
connections is at stake in the new genetics. Kinship thinking and thinking about kinship are 
two ways into these sticky questions. I argue here that genetically modified food 
demonstrates how such wranglings are not restricted to realms that are explicitly about 
making families, but are also about making people, making one’s own people, making 
collective decisions about technoscience and making decisions about the boundaries 
between potential kin. Edwards has explored how kinship and kinship thinking are made out 
of a complex interplay of being both born and bred (2000). One element of kinship thinking 
that I have explored here is food choice and parental (particularly maternal) responsibility. 
Many other elements are simultaneously at work in people’s understandings of relatedness 
and how it is made, but I have chosen to focus on the under-explored dimension of food. 
Food choices and parental responsibility are both part of a person’s upbringing. Both also 
play a part in reproducing persons, persons which are born pure and in which much time and 
consideration is invested in not ‘sullying’. 
A second perspective on kinship thinking developed here is the thinking about 
connections and disconnections provoked by GM and food but not in the way Haraway 
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predicts. In my ethnographic experiences, what people want to keep connected and what 
they want to keep separate is different to what Haraway foresees. ‘Couplings across 
taxonomic kingdoms’ (Haraway 1997:60) are a collapse of boundaries that particularly 
worried people consulted in the north of England when discussing genetically modified food. 
To better explain themselves as to why GM food and transgressing species boundaries 
provoked unease, people made couplings of their own in order to frame their unease with 
genetic modification. They brought together multiple examples of products, drugs and 
techniques which had gone awry and which had incurred collective negative consequences. 
In so doing, I argue that one more form of kinship thinking is being mobilised: far from being 
‘ignorant’ and ‘uneducated’ about technoscience, public understandings of genetically 
modified food that contextualise these new products within a nexus of previous 
misadventures demonstrate just how thinking and reflective the general public is about GM 
food. Sophisticated models are being employed which are able to question the intentionally 
and purpose of technoscience, models that also perceive just how born and bred genetic 
technologies themselves actually are. 
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Notes 
1 The Flavr Savr tomato was genetically altered to delay ripening and was the first 
commercialisation of a genetically modified organism.  
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2 A substantial body of literature on the anthropology of food exists. As an introduction to 
this body of work, see Messer 1984 and Mintz and Du Bois 2002 for comprehensive reviews 
of the literature, both published in the Annual Review of Anthropology.  
3 Some would argue ‘re-emerged’ as much historical work has been done on the political 
place of food such as food riots in Britain. As a starting point, see E.P. Thompson (1993) 
‘Moral Economy of the Crowd’ in Customs in Common, chapter 4, New York: The New Press. 
4 See for example Reilly and Miller 1997. 
5 All people referred to here have been assigned pseudonyms and other steps have been 
taken to preserve their anonymity. The fieldwork was multi-sited and conducted in two 
areas in the north of England, chosen for the breadth of socio-economic and historic profiles 
that each represents. The first site, Barnsley, is an area that was heavily industrialised for 
nearly two centuries due to coal mining, but the closure of the coal mines in the late 1980s 
and early 1990s has transformed Barnsley beyond recognition on both experiential and 
socio-economic levels. The second site, the Wilmslow area, is located in the county of 
Cheshire, one of the wealthiest areas of the UK with all indices of socio-economic comfort 
well above national averages including in education, occupation, income, and house-prices. 
The area today is broadly the domain of wealthy ‘nouveau-riche’ and middle class 
‘professional’ families. Despite significant differences in education, employment and income 
profiles, both areas are however remarkably similar ethnically with over 98% of the 
population in both boroughs identifying as white. Seeking meaningful social circumstances 
within which to discuss GM food, I worked with people across a wide-spectrum of age, 
gender, social class and occupation including gardeners, students, allotment holders, 
caterers, housewives, health food store owners, farmers, activists, and a wide range of 
professionals not involved in food or science. Some of these people had no vested interest in 
genetic modification, and others (such as the activists, farmers, and health food store 
owners), were deeply involved in the debates over GM food. 
6 Previous to our interview, on another occasion Josie had described Bean Feast to me as a 
fairly basic bean and rice casserole from a packet that she learned to make from a flat-mate. 
The dish seems to be low on taste and appeal but high on convenience. 
7 A type of biscuit. 
8 Although see Caplan (1997:17-24) for a useful overview of critical perspectives on food, 
healthy eating, choice and risk. 
9 See also Edwards 2000. 
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10 Although what ‘GM’ stands for in comparison with ‘organic’ food is not always so clear cut. 
For an exploration of this see Degnen, ms. 
11 The other two strands were a scientific review and an economic review.  
12 For example, in the six months between 1 May 2003 and 1 November 2003 the Guardian 
and the Observer, its Sunday edition, ran 109 items (including articles, opinion pieces, 
editorials and letter pages) on the topic of GM. Not included in this figure are the dozen or 




Allison, A. 1991. ‘Japanese Mothers and “Obentos”: The Lunch-Box as Ideological State 
Apparatus’, Anthropological Quarterly 64(4): 195-208. 
 
Caplan, P. 1997. ‘Approaches to the Study of Food, Health, and Identity’, in P. Caplan (ed.), 
Food, Health and Identity. London: Routledge. 
 
Carsten, J. 1995. ‘The Substance of Kinship and the Heat of the Hearth: Feeding, Personhood, 
and Relatedness among Malays in Pulau Langkawi’, American Ethnologist 22(2): 223-241. 
 
Counihan, C. 1999. The Anthropology of Food and Body: Gender, Meaning and Power. 
London: Routledge. 
 
Degnen, C. 2006. ‘Softly, Softly: Comparative Silences in British Stories of Genetic 
Modification’, Focaal: European Journal of Anthropology 48: 67-82. 
 
Degnen, C. ms ‘Going the Whole Hog or Pig in a Poke? Unpacking Ideas about Genetically 
Modified Food in the North of England’, Unpublished manuscript. 
 
Douglas, M. 1966. ‘The Abominations of Leviticus’ in M. Douglas, Purity and Danger, London: 
Routledge. 
 
Douglas, M. 1975. ‘Deciphering a Meal’ in M. Douglas, Implicit Meanings, London: 
Routledge. 
 
Edwards, J. 2000. Born and Bred: Idioms of Kinship and New Reproductive Technologies in 
England. Oxford: Oxford University Press. 
 
ESRC 1999. The Politics of GM Foods. Swindon: ESRC. 
 
Franklin, S. 2003. ‘Re-Thinking Nature-Culture: Anthropology and the New Genetics’, 
Anthropological Theory 3(1): 65-85. 
 
Green, S. 2002. ‘Culture in a Network: Dykes, Webs and Women in London and Manchester’, 
in N. Rapport (ed.), British Subjects: An Anthropology of Britain. Oxford: Berg. 
 
  23 
Grove-White, R., P. Macnaghten, B. Wynne. 2000. Wising Up: The Public and New 
Technologies. Lancaster: CSEC. 
 
Grove-White, R., et al. 1997. Uncertain World: Genetically Modified Organisms, Food and 
Public Attitudes in Britain. Lancaster: CSEC. 
 
Haraway, D. 1997. Modest_Witness@Second_Millenium.FemaleMan©_ 
Meets_Oncomouse. London: Routledge. 
 
Heller, C. 2002. ‘From Scientific Risk to Paysan Savior-Faire: Peasant Expertise in the French 
and Global Debate over GM Crops’, Science as Culture 11(1): 5-37. 
 
Lezaun, J. 2004. ‘Subjects of Knowledge: Epistemologies of the Consumer in the GM Food 
Debate’, in N. Stehr (ed.), The Governance of Knowledge. London: Transaction Publishers. 
 
Leitch, A. 2003. ‘Slow Food and the Politics of Pork Fat: Italian Food and European Identity’, 
Ethnos 68(4): 437-462. 
 
Levidow, L. 2002. ‘Ignorance-Based Risk Assessment? Scientific Controversy over GM Food 
Safety’, Science as Culture 11(1): 61-67. 
 
Messer, E. 1984. ‘Anthropological Perspectives on Diet’, Annual Review of Anthropology 13: 
205-49. 
 
Mintz, S. and C. Du Bois. 2002. ‘The Anthropology of Food and Eating’, Annual Review of 
Anthropology 31: 99-119. 
 
Murcott, A. 1999. ‘“Not Science but PR”: GM Food and the Makings of a Considered 
Sociology’, Sociological Research Online 4(3) 
<http://www.socresonline.org.uk/socresonline/4/3/murcott.html>. 
 
Myerson, G. 2000. Donna Haraway and GM Foods. Cambridge: Icon Books. 
 
Rabinow, P. 1992. ‘Artificiality and Enlightenment: From Sociobiology to Biosociality’, in J. 
Crary and S. Kwinter (eds), Incorporations. New York: Zone Books. 
 
Reilly, J. and D. Miller. 1997. ‘Scaremonger or Scapegoat? The Role of the Media in the 
Emergence of Food as a Social Issue’, in P. Caplan (ed.), Food, Health and Identity. London: 
Routledge. 
 
Shaw, A. 2002. ‘“It Just Goes Against the Grain.” Public Understandings of Genetically 
Modified (GM) Food in the UK’, Public Understanding of Science 11(3): 273-291. 
 
Shaw, A. 1999. ‘“What Are ‘They’ Doing to Our Food?”: Public Concerns About Food in the 
UK’, Sociological Research Online, 4(3) 
<http://www.socresonline.org.uk/socresonline/4/3/shaw.html>. 
 
Siskind, J. 1973. To Hunt in the Morning. New York: Oxford.  
 
Young, M. 1971. Fighting with Food: Leadership, Values and Social Control in a Massim 
Society. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press. 
